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and altruism and valued fatherhood experiences related to sharing 
affection and experiences with their children; (3) most fathers 
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and (4) lifestyle priorities indicated parenting style and 
contributed to involvement in the father role. The results indicated 
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ABSTRACT 

Methodologies have been described in parenting research with only scant 
reference to the relationship between theoretical constructs and data 
collection and analysis. This paper discusses the use of theoretical 
premises m the design and implementation of an interpretive study of 
mens perceptions of fatherhood. Theoretical argument was brought to 
bear on data gathered from forty fathers who participated in discussion 
groups over a seven week period. The subjective nature of the experience 
of fatherhood was explicated using constructs from symbolic 

and lndiv idual psychology. By examining the data from ^ ^ v 

° r ^ lcal Perspectives, a synthesis was created between issues C^\<k'C Avlv\ 
which stem from social structures and those which exist at a personal level. ^ 

It is argued that an interdisciplinary synthesis requires clear links between 
theory, methodology and data analysis. 
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par , ents the chlld s first educators pervades early childhood philosophy and 
pra Personnel working in early childhood settings require a sound knowledge base in the 

and f en u Sit i Ve i nsight int0 parent-child relationships. 8 ^ pursuing 
formation on contemporary fatherhood, the writer was challenged by contrasting perceptions of 

the ^Sg^e^c^ildh^^ 631 ^- 1 ° be tc * enism associated with the inclusion of fathers in 
e tlunJong °f early childhood practitioners. Assumptions that fathers were less skilled less 
available and therefore less interested in their children than mothers seenred ~msi5e. to. contrasL 
the media, popular literature and some scholars were indicating that a new generation of fathers 
was overturning traditional behaviours and assumptions. It was against this bSSSund 35 a 

SS ouS dC T ed '\ blins men ,0 8 e,h " ln vision 

feS^ in a rL?tp W f d ° m ^ n , themselv f perceive as well as understand their experience of 
tatherhood in a climate of social change, and how might these meanings be constructed?' 

DEVELOPMENT OF THE STUDY 

dJSSj SSfrfS!. 0n fatb r h ^°u fHolland >, 1993 ) identified studies which: focused on the 
an tecSntfSd detain f? ^ ^ of P aternal involvement; focussed on 

develnnmJn.TnH determinan ' s of father involvement; described paternal influences on child 
auS^l d investigated the impact of fatherhood on adult male development A range of 
SS ™ ,h0d ? 1 ?s i '? «« indicated add. while much of ,h? research Ken 

and Opoenheim mfttMn' lneS of developmental psychology, psychiatry and sociology. Lamb 
ereatlv enrirh^H a * n ) su ^st attempts to achieve an interdisciplinary synthesis have 
reshape researc h °^ the fa ‘ her ' s man y «>les in child development and pro'ntise m 

StUdieS (e u g " Cowan & Cowan - 1987; Pruett - 1987) have 
mat research into the meanings men attribute to the experience of parenthood yields rich, 
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valuable and previously untapped data. Steams (1991:29) in discussing the history of fatherhood 
in relation to contemporary descriptions of fathers suggested that: 

It is beginning to be possible to have a more nuanced approach to fatherhood's 
history than that suggested by generalised blasts against traditions , or delighted 
surprise at some contemporary turnabout. 

This 'nuanced' approach is derived from looking beyond simplistic comparisons between fathers 
and mothers to what Pruett (1987) described as the 'fabric' of fatherhood, the complex interaction 
of factors and the meanings men attribute to them in their roles as fathers. 

The direction of the study was further influenced by a comprehensive and scholarly summary of 
research on parents' ideas, actions and feelings, in which Goodnow (1988:286) indicated that 
'Research on parents' ideas has been described as flourishing but relatively atheoretical, and as in 
need of closer attention to possible methods'. Bringing theory and methodology together in a 
qualitative study of men's perceptions (ideas, actions and feelings) of their experience of 
fatherhood became central to die project. 

In addition, Formaini (1990) argued that traditional psychology has failed to make the connection 
between issues that stem from the structure of society and those which exist at a personal level, 
suggesting that what is needed is a model which serves us as both individuals and members of 
society. The study under discussion sought to make connections between the social and personal 
dimensions of fatherhood by drawing on sociological and psychological constructs embedded in 
symbolic interactionism and individual psychology. Links between data collection and analysis 
enabled theoretical argument to be mounted in relation to findings. 

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES 



Symbolic interactionism 

Symbolic interactionism argues that the capacity for self-reflection and self-conscious assessment 
of circumstances sustains interactive processes not only in terms of self-interest, but also with 
regard to the interests of others. Individual conduct is influenced and regulated by the expectations 
and attitudes of others, and may be sustained, modified or even reversed on the basis of this 
reflective process (Menzies, 1982; Haralambos & Holbom, 1991). Literature indicating the 
meaning of fatherhood in men’s lives, the shift in role definitions associated with notions of shared 
parenting and increased paternal involvement, as well as men's determination to have better 
relationships with their children than they had with their own fathers, reflects these premises. 



Individual psychology 

According to Individual psychology theory, behaviours emerge from the meaning individuals 
ascribe to experiences within the social field and therefore human personality can only be 
understood within this context. Three 'life tasks'; work, friendship and intimacy include all the 
social demands on members of human communities. The degree to which individuals successfully 
meet and balance these demands is a function of social interest (degree of concern for others) and 
lifestyle (personality style) (Dinkmeyer, Dinkmeyer & Sperry, 1987). Issues associated with 
fathers' capacities for adapting to the responsibilities of parenthood and child rearing, their ability 
to balance the demands of family, work and leisure and the relation of personality style to fathering 
style were able to be explored using these principles. 
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DESIGN OF THE STUDY 

In a study of Australian fathers, multiple methnrk nf data j • 

group discussion, questionnaires and measures of role nerr 0U ^ Ctl0n used lnclu ding small 

reflecting the above theoretical Thes? ^*P««fons social mterest and lifestyle, 

interpersonal and intrapersonal meanings which it was hvpmhe^H USed .. t0 ta P the 
experience of fatherhood. The intention was tn a yP ot ^ esi ^ ec ^» men ascribe to their 

Bozett and Hanson (1991:267) described as is sues of mmS sim P liflcation to what 

intersect in almost infinite ways to produce attitudes toward dl . versit y whlch 'interact and 
behaviour which are unique to each mafr fathenn g and speciflc Bering 

Small group discussion 

In the design of small group discussions a ’narpnt r^ntr^H , , 

the parent's testimony is valid for its own sake' CMrTOf* r»'R WaS 3< ino t -f o\ w ^' c * 1 argues that 
described group inteiwiew procedures arenaWine^p^M 9 Bnen ’ 1982 i 8 )- Burgess (1984) 
encourage participants to discuss situations and thei OTtcomes h Pr0be f ° r delail! “ wdl as 

- -m -d interview 

participants to discuss the meaning of situations and malo^A d contrast questions which allow 
maintaining an agenda of topics for each S "1^ comparisons At the same time, while 
to re-define the topic and take the conversation c i^dir^ »• scussi0n the potential for the group 

the study under discussion^^sdsoprov^d^^oMominirv^o 211111 ^ 11 “ ^ ^ ^ case of 

research processes through discussion and feedback from otL^tLTsTLToT' 6 * “ ** 

seven coS^K^^ once a week for two hours over 

activities were designed to elicit responses and dicmc^*” 1 ^ 311 " 8 ' F 9S US Q uestions and group 
as influencing the conduct of conteSSSJfi f/rh^d ° n K key ‘f ues ld entified in the literature 
the phenomenon under discusJff e f m P hasis ° n seeki ng to 'understand 

1986:259). Discussion centteS^ *$£ (Wiersma, 

role, reflections on own father in relation to own farhlf; 3 fathe ’ ldces 311(1 dislikes about the 
balancing work, family and leisure time, expectations and 

firstly, in obser^tic^re^ each ^“P discussion engaged these men, 

concepts, rules and principles^ ISvtSlrS .secondly in reflection on abstract 
own beliefs, values and situation'; Tn\>!L me3SUnn8 or judging these formulations against their 
information,’ its meankg was for ™! a *d between shareS 

constructs. All discussion sessiois With perSOnality 

Questionnaires 

“ d bac ^°"" d “0™*“™ "“"8 >se. 

Of self and P^ner experience S T S Md o^tside-the-home work cormnitment 

data was gathered during discussio^es^iornXmS^H ex P enence of fatherhood. Additional 
to make notes in answer to thme or f^r l ‘ hrou 8 h handouts on which participants were asked 

discussion. for sharing these ideas in group 

data. Information on perception s of exnen?^ ° f th ^ : discussion thereby adding to the 

ongin and own family adjustment to fato^rh™^*,? 1 ^ ° W v f3ther ’ values held within family of 
was gathered in this way. J fatherhood, and time allocations to work, family and leisure 
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Measures 

Measures congruent with previously described theoretical premises were used to provide data on 
perceived degree of involvement in child rearing, personality characteristics and vLeT whkh the 
literature suggests influence men's perceptions of fatherhood. Self-report measmes ’have been 
widely used in research on fathers, frequently in combination with other methods (Holland 1993) 
^ U rL U c ^ 1S stud y “ clud ;d Perception of Parental Role Scales, (Gilbert & Hanson 
fCmndln lQ&nlZdThl ! ? d f X ' Gr c eV f r ’J Seng & Friedland - 1972 )> The Social Interest Scale 
Swe ftoSfuS L ‘ /eMy “ Sa “ e 1990: 1991 >- measures are 

SUMMARY OF SELECTED FINDINGS 
Role Perceptions and meaning 

Responses to the 78 item Perception of Parental Role Scales, indicated that fathers in this study 

£iarprf V r ed Aei ri hl S hest . fre 9 uenc y of involvement to be in aspects of parental role responsibility 
related to meeting emotional needs of children, teaching children skills of hygiene, physical health 
and norms and values and meeting basic material needs of children for food, clothing and shelter. 

TTie indication of meeting emotional needs as above other parental tasks in perceived degree of 
olvement suggested the extent of die child-centredness of this group of fathers. Items included 
m this scale relate to comforting children, listening to them, giving them attention expressing 
affection towardschildren providing them with emotional support, holding them and making them 

inH- ?,T ? eSe t3Sks aU . ude t0 1116 highly expressive aspects of parenthood and responses 
icated that these men perceived themselves as being more involved in meeting the affective 
nurturing needs of their children than in other parental tasks. ReportinTof a high leve^of 

attimdPfaPd £i*f u Ve d ? ma “ s of parenting was reflected in discussion outcomes relating to 
amtudes and beliefs which indicated these aspects of adult/child interaction as highly valued aspects 
of berng a father. The wish to be much more emotionally supportive and response toE 

2 SSS5 S. remember ** 0Wn fathers being With & em ^ d as a s^Tcant facSf 

Uiese selected findings suggest that, to a degree, fathers are engaging in a process of reflection 
assomated witii modification and change in the definitions of their foie based <2 Experienced wSh 
rplafinr?r, fa ?i e d S em £^g m g sense of the psychological and social magnitude of their role in 

thev recall Sh« .7* cotniru 5 m ^ nt 10 have greater involvement with their children than 

fathers having with them was strongly articulated in discussion groups Men 

relationships ™ SSH*" ?“? they e ?P loyed t0 achieve their intendons for 537 fantily 

Sd cPmprP^f e y mV ° lved “““ dedsions ’ life style chan S es - significant negotiatioP 

Social Interest and fatherhood 

Hn S /T the S °f ial I u terest 5 cale> which measures the degree to which respondents value 
hi lh c^ and concern for others indicated that 70% of the total sample held values congruent with 
g lal interest, while 30% held values associated with low social interest suggesting that the 
majority tended to value cooperative and altruistic behaviours. The extent to “kh S values 
construct being measured moderated these men's perceptions of fatherhood was suggested in the 
iscussmn outcomes. Commonality of concerns associated with cognitive-affective Sns 2d 
indications of the pnmacy of fatherhood in the lives of these men emerged in group interactions 

Responses to focus questions: mat’s it like being a father?; mat do vou like mosr/leacr?- ww 
would you like to change?; mat do you want tofo differently from yom owP SSSjCS’dJ^S 
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-2-S d "» td “P—. one 

nnaEkpm 

»S«»S*ssi 

SSSSS^^ r* 1 « which relate «, 

integrative behaviours (Crandall 108 n ^n; crilcc : pnnciple of value congruent with positive, 

satisfaction within Ae soJX i fr ° m men 111 11115 stud y indicated 

those associated with disruption of relations hins^he clr ^ !>?, C PI e ? es5 an ? d i ssa| isfaction with 

Social Interest and the Life tasks 

participants scored low and 30% sctied hMb « S* i5“ ^SitenSSffil I t2*“ 7 ?? of 

r "f d "' “ d i« 

BlfilSHIBJllP 

be overshadowed by the dominance of work! ln the llVes of these men continues to 
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Lifestyle and fathering style 

Lifestyle describes characteristic patterns or styles of conduct which give unity and purpose to 
behaviour. Typical personality styles are described by Kern (1990) as perfectionist, controller, 
need-to-please, victim and martyr. Briefly summarised, lifestyle priorities in the total group of 
fathers as measured by the Lifestyle Scale were indicated as 40% Perfectionist; 17.5% Control; 
15% Pleaser, 22.5% Victim and 12.5% Martyr. 

The representation of Perfectionist lifestyle as almost twice any other priority was not surprising 
given that these subjects volunteered to participate in the study and were therefore likely to have a 
high commitment to fathering and possibly high standards for themselves as fathers reflective of 
this lifestyle category. Some perfectionist lifestyles created dissatisfaction in the fathering role as 
demands and expectations of self, children and partners tended to be excessively high and, 
therefore, unachievable in the face of other life demands. At the same time, this lifestyle priority 
engaged some fathers in pursuing an ideal for fatherhood consistent with creative, thoughtful, 
cooperative and integrative styles of involved fathering. 

Victim lifestyle responses were indicated in feelings of being dominated by events outside the 
family. This was associated with a sense of having little control over these undesirable and 
difficult influences, particularly in relation to children's life directions. At the same time, this 
lifestyle characteristic engaged some fathers in the maintenance of family relationships in ways 
which they believed balanced injustices and moderated external influences. This was expressed by 
some in a strong desire to avoid victimisation in family relationships. This was also associated 
with attempts to develop the self-esteem in children which they perceived as having themselves 
struggled to maintain in the face of destructive relationships with their own fathers or siblings. 

The lifestyle priority of control was indicated in discussion about decision making and discipline in 
the family, particularly the need to win in conflict situations. The extent to which fathers believed 
they should dominate and control events in family life and within other life tasks provided insight 
into frustration with, and resistance to, change. Controlling personalities also indicated fathering 
preferences which sought to maintain a constructive level of order in family life, particularly in 
monitoring children's needs and the utilisation of time. 

The need-to-please lifestyle was less dominant in the group and was evident in participants who 
described being motivated by a desire to keep all family members as happy as possible. Meeting 
me needs of children and partners was a high priority but this was also indicated as being at a cost 
The sense of being swamped by the desire to please was expressed as well as a sense of guilt when 
the goal was not achieved. 



Martyr lifestyle characteristics provided insight into the experiences of a few in the group who 
described the tasks of fatherhood as excessively demanding on top of other, equally unavoidable 
demands. Expressions of being unable to meet the expectations of the new, highly involved father 
were associated with this lifestyle and included being critical of self and others. At the same time, 
these individuals expressed a strong desire to evidence many of the characteristics of the highly 
nurturant father. J 

Within individual personality, lifestyle priorities provide a theme for human conduct and therefore 
an indication of parenting style. Lifestyle originates in the cultural and social matrix of the family 
. particularly the behavioural models of parents and is an aspect of the way in which 

mdividuals understand events as well as ascribe and interpret meanings within social groups. 
Fathers in this study indicated attitudes and behaviours indicative of personality priorities which 
may assist or work against the adoption of a more involved father role. Values congruent with 
high or low social interest moderate between lifestyle characteristics and conduct to the extent that 
personality will be helpful or unhelpful within family relationships, increase or decrease 
satisfaction with role performance. 

Journal for Australian Research in Early Childhood Education Volume 1-1996 



7 



83 



CONCLUSION 

This paper has indicated, in summary form, the way in which constructs from symbolic 
interactiomsm and rndwidua 1 psychology can be utilised to explore men's perceptions of 
fatherhood, addressing concerns about atheoretical approaches to parenting research and the 
of 8 human oond^L psychological a PP r °aches disregard the social issues in the understanding 

Within descriptions of theoretical premises, connections have been articulated between individual 
responses at a social, interpersonal level and those at a psychological, intrapersonal level. 
Symbo icinteractionisin argues the social embeddedness of human experience, that experiences 
can only be undemood through the meanings attributed to them and that change is a function of the 
human capacity for self-reflection and self-conscious assessment of circumstances. Individual 
psychology offers constructs which indicate psychological processes as socially influenced 
beginning in the family of origin and emerging as personality characteristics and values The' 
relevance of these constructs to investigations of fatherhood had been indicated in previous 
researcn. 

The design of the study enabled a synthesis to be established between theory, methodology and 
dam mterpretanon The range of data collection methods enabled interpretation of the meaning men 
attribute to the tasks and experiences of fatherhood to be explored through theoretical constructs. 
This research suggests that studies of fathers' perceptions of their experience of parenthood using 
an interdisciplinary approach can broaden existing narrow conceptions of men's roles and avoid 
the creation of a replacement stereotype for fatherhood The described methodology could be used 
to further explore the meanings partners and children attribute to fathers' conduct and the extent to 
wmch meanings are created intrapersonally and shared interpersonally within the fabric of the 
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